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Abstract 
 
The crime of human trafficking is a serious violation of human rights constituting a highly 
lucrative branch of transnational organized crime. Thousands of men, women, and children are 
sold into exploitation every year. This thesis aims at examination of the phenomenon of 
trafficking in persons in Central Europe, taking Poland – the biggest economy in the region – 
as a case study. It employs qualitative methods of research in order to analyse trafficking 
situation in Poland and its development over the course of time. It puts Poland into a broader, 
European context, and takes into consideration such factors as the modern history of the area, 
natural migration flows, as well as the possible influence of the European Union on the human 
trafficking in region. The analysis of the data obtained from the Police, Prosecutor General, 
Border Guard, Ministry of the Interior and Administration, etc., revealed a considerable change 
in the characteristics of trafficking in human beings in Poland. In respect to the forms of 
exploitation, forced labour is reported to have grown, overtaking sexual exploitation, which 
was reported to be the most prevalent form of trafficking in the 1990s and the early 2000s. 
Moreover, the share of trans-regional trafficking has significantly increased, showing the 
evolving role of Poland in the criminal agenda.  In addition to that, a link between the 
nationality of the trafficked persons and the form of exploitation they were exposed to has been 
found, being especially visible in the case of Romanian nationals trafficked to Poland. The 
results of this research can contribute to the better understanding of the phenomenon of human 
trafficking in Central Europe, Poland in particular, which is crucial in the process of the 
development of more effective anti-trafficking policies. 
 
Keywords: human trafficking, organized crime, Poland, Central Europe
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	 1 
Introduction 
 
Story of Sylwia 
 
Sylwia1 came from a small village in Lower Silesia, south-western Poland. When she arrived 
at the Po MOC Mary Immaculate Association for Women and Children she was broken, 
exhausted, and among many other things, pregnant with one of her clients. She wanted to give 
birth to her child and then give the baby up for adoption; she needed legal help and mental 
restoration. 
 She was aware what kind of profession she was choosing from the very beginning – 
she intentionally decided to work as a prostitute in Germany. She was recruited by a woman 
from a village nearby. Charming and pretty as she was, Sylwia easily cut a deal with the escort 
agency. Every other month she went to Germany to work; when a month was over, she would 
return to Poland for some time to take care of her daughter. She continued like this for some 
time – one month in Germany, and then, one month in Poland with her daughter.  
Her income was not bad, enough for her and the child whose father was a criminal 
unable to take care of the family. She did not really have any relationship with her parents. The 
life she was leading was miserable but bearable; at least, she could earn some money. 
 The things changed when her beauty drew attention of the people from another escort 
agency. One day, when she was leaving her workplace, Sylwia was abducted by the criminals. 
Having been transported to some unknown destination, she was locked in a private house and 
kept in a basement together with some other girls from Russia, Ukraine and Bulgaria. She could 
leave her “cell” just to provide sexual services to the clients in one of the upper rooms. Then, 
she would return to her “prison”, where a small window was her only connection to the outside 
																																																								
1 The name was changed for the purpose of protecting personal identity of the victim. 
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world. From this basement window she could see trees, which probably meant that the house 
was located somewhere in a forest.  
 Held like a prisoner against her own will and exploited day by day, Sylwia was too 
afraid to stand up to her oppressors or even ask for help – not after what happened to another 
girl, who was reckless enough to beg one of her clients for help. She just disappeared. It turned 
out that the rooms they were working in were wiretapped; the girls could not ask for help – she 
could not escape.  
 Once, during one of the parties held in the house Sylwia was lucky: somebody forgot 
to lock the door, which gave her opportunity to sneak out. As she had predicted, the house she 
was kept in was located in the middle of the forest. She did not know where to go, but she 
decided to follow a noise – most probably it was the traffic noise, which meant that she should 
get to a road and from there, ask for help. The girl was not mistaken; the noise was coming 
from a highway. She followed the road walking in the ditch, lest her oppressors could see her.  
Finally, she asked for help at the nearest petrol station. Took over by the German police and 
transferred back to Poland, she was saved. Another trafficking victim was rescued (M Lasota 
2016, pers. comm., 24 August). 
 
Sylwia was lucky – if only a victim of trafficking in human beings (THB) can be called “lucky”. 
As Angela Ritter, another trafficking survivor pointed out: “not everybody gets a chance to be 
a survivor, and there are girls out there right now that don’t even know that they’re victims…” 
(Department of State United States of America [DOSUSA] 2016, p.53). Abducted by the 
traffickers and held in captivity, Sylwia managed to escape relatively quickly. Her story is not 
different from many others – she is just one of the estimated 45.8 million people that are kept 
in some form of bondage nowadays (Walk Free Foundation [WFF] 2016, ‘Global Findings’, 
para.1).  
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With the abolition of slavery in 1981 and the subsequent criminalization of the practice 
in 2007, Mauritania became the last state to officially outlaw the practice of owning slaves 
(Sutter 2012, para.1-2). However, despite the de jure abolition of the institution of slavery by 
all the states in the international community, we cannot say that the contemporary world is free 
from the practice of forced labour, human exploitation and slavery-like acts.  
This thesis aims at examination of the modern-day exploitation of human beings, i.e. 
trafficking in persons – a serious security issue and an extremely lucrative form of organized 
crime, which significantly contributes to the expansion of the criminal groups worldwide 
(Belser 2005, p.17).  
 
Literature Review  
 
Dubbed the “New Empire of Evil” by the Centre of Strategic and International Studies, 
transnational crime has been an increasing concern during the past decades, an international 
threat that skilfully eludes traditional approach and makes the International Relations (IR) 
theories useless in explaining its complexity (Collins 2013, p.347). As the danger posed by the 
organized criminal networks grew, the response of the international actors intensified; just in 
2000 the U.S. Congress passed the Trafficking Victim Protection Act of 2000 (TVPA), while 
in Palermo, Italy, the United Nations signed the Convention against Transnational Organized 
Crime and the supplementing protocols – the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish 
Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children and Protocol against the Smuggling 
of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air (Stolz 2010, pp.267; UN 2004, p.iii). At the same time, the 
scholarship on THB was slowly emerging and growing, investigating different aspects of 
human trafficking and aiming at the improvement of the existing anti-trafficking policies by 
deepening our understanding of the phenomenon. 
 THB has been often analysed as a part of the broader category of organized crime, 
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especially in the context of regions where criminal networks raised to prominence, such as the 
Central, Eastern and South-Eastern Europe after the collapse of the Soviet Union (Van Liemt 
2004, pp.1). The decline of the state authority and the considerable growth in civil unrest 
created a niche for criminals, who could easily exploit the situation (Jolluck 2012, p.1). In the 
most extreme cases, such as the Balkans, the democratic transition occurred simultaneously to 
the armed conflict, which created the circumstances under which organized criminality thrived 
(Balfour & Stratulat 2011, p.27). Although by no means is the problem restricted to the Balkan 
region, yet, for years the area had been known as the very heart of the organized crime in 
Europe, the gateway for drug smugglers and a source of cheap labour – in extreme cases, 
“modern slaves” (Balfour & Stratulat 2011, p.30). Nevertheless, even though the end of the 
Cold War rendered some populations more vulnerable to trafficking than others, the problem 
of THB is of global reach, literally affecting all the states in the international system (United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime [UNODC] 2014, p.7). 
Since human trafficking is a criminal offence, and as such it ought to be penalized, the 
scholars devoted much time and effort to address the anti-trafficking legislation and challenges 
related with the successful prosecution – victims’ identification being an important part of this 
discussion (Stolz 2010, pp.268). Due to the inherent nature of crime, individuals subjected to 
THB constitute a hidden population, moreover, even after their period of exploitation has come 
to the end, they are often unwilling to report the crime to the relevant authorities, negatively 
influencing the fight with the criminal networks (Tyldum & Brunovskis 2005, p.18; Stolz 2010, 
pp.268; Wiśniewski 2008, p.51).  
The role of the person of a victim is crucial during the criminal proceeding, yet, 
inasmuch as one wants to punish the offenders and enforce the rule of law, one ought to 
remember that victims of human exploitation first and foremost are human beings, not merely 
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tools used to sentence the criminals. Hence, a considerable part of the existing scholarship on 
trafficking addresses the problem from the human rights standpoint.  
Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women (GAATW), rightfully points out that “many 
government agencies doubtless assume that the two objectives – enforcing the law and 
upholding human rights – amount to the same thing. However, in the case of human trafficking 
there is now substantial evidence that they are not” (2007, p.2). What GAATW sees as a danger 
is the re-victimization of trafficking survivors by the very people or institutions that are meant 
to help their situation: non-governmental organizations (NGOs), law enforcement agencies, 
government officials. In the pursuit of upholding human rights of the victims and making their 
voice audible again, GAATW argues against labelling trafficking survivors victims, since the 
term itself tends to oppress them implying their powerless position. Instead, a phrase trafficked 
persons has been suggested (GAATW 2007, p.1). 
However, this approach might also be harmful to the survivors, because, as Myria 
Vassiliadou, the European Union (EU) Anti-Trafficking coordinator, stressed: “if you don’t 
have a victim, you don’t have a perpetrator, if you don’t have a perpetrator, you don’t have a 
crime”, which as a consequence leads to the promotion of impunity (Vassiliadou 2016).  
Consequently, this paper shall include both terms; a trafficked person whose human 
rights has been violated in the process of trafficking should be considered a victim, and as such, 
should be entitled to special protection (UNODC 2004, p.43-45). 
Alongside with the historical and political implications on the growth of organized 
crime, legal aspect of the fight with the phenomenon and human rights approach, the existing 
literature on trafficking also looks on the phenomenon from the economic perspective. Human 
exploitation is a highly lucrative business generating profits that are exceeded only by drugs 
and weapons smuggling, however, in contrast to the two, human trafficking maintains 
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relatively low risk of operation (Belser 2005, p.17; Hernandez & Rudolph 2011, p.0; UNODC 
2014, p.1). Regardless of the form of exploitation – whether a person is compelled to work in 
sex business, agriculture, or render domestic services – economic considerations and the 
perspective of the high income at the expense of somebody’s underpaid or non-paid labour are 
in the centre of trafficking (Belser 2005, p.2; Hernandez & Rudolph 2011, p.0). The economic 
aspect, in turn, is strongly connected to the demand site of trafficking; THB is not so much 
different from other forms of business activity – in order to sell, there must be a demand, and 
this demand is particularly strong in the insecure sectors of economy and informal services 
(Hernandez & Rudolph 2011, p.6). 
However, one can find the whole range of exploitative behaviours under the name of 
human trafficking: prostitution, pornography and other forms of sexual exploitation, forced 
labour, (domestic) servitude, serfdom, slavery altogether with the other slavery-like acts, organ 
harvesting, forced begging, etc. (UNODC 2004, p.42; European Union [EU] 2011, art.2(3)). 
Consequently, the existing literature on trafficking specifically addresses certain forms of 
THB, as well as different policies aiming at their eradication. Much thought has been devoted 
to the issue of sexual exploitation – prostitution and the connection between its legislation and 
THB (Cho, Dreher & Neumayer 2013; Kővári, A & Pruyt, E 2012; Lee, S & Persson, P 2015) 
– and the problem of forced labour (International Labour Organization [ILO] 2014).  
Moreover, one can also find a considerable amount of both governmental and non-
governmental reports addressing the crime; institutions such as the U.S. Department of State, 
the United Nations, or the European Union publish reports on trafficking, which compare the 
scale and scope of trafficking either globally or regionally (DOSUSA 2016; UNODC 2014). 
Having recognized the danger posed by THB and following the example of the already 
mentioned institutions, local governments also started to address the issue domestically, e.g. 
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